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Estelle Morris, former Secretary of State for Education in Schools.  

Thank you.  Was history one of your loves or hates when you were at school?

No, I liked it.  Not to say I did well at it but I enjoyed it, I tended to like things with a narrative I think, you know, that had a storyline to it.  So, I think my memories are very positive both in junior school and secondary.  

Was it taught in a traditional form?

I would imagine so, yes.  I mean, I went to a girls’ grammar school so I would imagine yes.  I can’t recall doing project work or themes, I think we went through the years, so you did industrial revolution, you did cultural revolution, you did The Tudors, yeah... Not that it put me off but I think it was traditionally taught.  And fairly... Not modern history either.  I can’t remember doing anything about last century.  

When you were teaching how was history regarded as a subject in schools?

When I first started teaching we were integrated humanities so it wasn’t taught as a separate subject, so I was teaching social studies.  But we did it integrated with social studies, history and geography.  

That was in the 70’s?

That was in the 70’s and into the 80’s.  And so the way... I may end up answering more than one of your questions here... The way they did it was a term on each or an aspect of a project on each.  I don’t think it was very satisfactory, to tell you the truth, and you tended to get a teacher who was a specialist in some other part of humanities.  So, I ended up teaching some of the history but I wouldn’t call myself a history teacher, you know, I was social sciences.  So... But I would say it was valued, yes, and we had children go on to A Level and get GCSE.  Just trying to work...

So you actually taught some history?

Only in terms of it was part of integrated humanities.  That’s all.

But did you feel lack of confidence in doing that?





Do you think it was an important, should be an important subject in the curriculum?

Oh, absolutely.  I mean, I can’t... Yes, I would be amazed if anybody said no.  I mean, the notion that any society or individual or family or community doesn’t want an understanding of its history, you know, would be a very strange view to hold.  I think there’s so much in present day history that tells us how important histories of communities are.  So, I do feel it’s very important.  Partly because of that, that sense of identity, and partly because, you know, I do think it helps you to understand the present, some of the challenges, you know, the world faces today have also been faced in the past.  

When you were Opposition Spokesperson on Education from ’95 to ’97 what were your major concerns in relation to the National Curriculum at that time?

It’s very difficult to look back and it’s very difficult to divide the years of your thinking 10 or 12 years on.  Um... 

Really that period after you first came into Parliament then from ’92 onwards.  National Curriculum was quite big news in Education at that time.





That came quite early on that decision about literacy and numeracy?

Yeah.  Well, Michael Barber was doing the workforce report and that report was published while we were still in opposition.  So, the notion of doing that and having the literacy was definitely formed in opposition.  We were absolutely ready to go with it when we were in Government so I can only assume that David Blunkett had really worked on it along the way.  But I don’t think our talks about the National Curriculum were qualitatively how much of one thing and how much of the other thing should be done. 

That brings us neatly on to the next question really, about the literacy and numeracy hours and the teaching of citizenship, which were two of the flagship polities introduced by David Blunkett when you were School Standards Minister.  So, how did you feel about those policies and how do you feel about the implementation of them?













And history sort of falls into both areas.  Teachers on one hand saying their subject is being eroded because it’s not assessed in the core –

Hang on, hang on, that’s only... Do you mean at primary?

No... Even at –

Well, it was assessed at key stage 3 wasn’t it?

It’s assessed informally but it was never in the SATS.











And those sorts of issues have tended to –

You see, I’m not sure if history was ever compulsory.  I go back to my grammar school days and you chose history or geography.  I mean, just let me think... You chose... You all did French and you chose Latin or German.  And when we came to what was year 4 – year 10 now – I think, I’m not... I’m just challenging whether it’s the National Curriculum that has really made it non-compulsory after 14.  It wasn’t compulsory before then.

It wasn’t.  The problem seems to have come... In fact, history seems to have been helped by the National Curriculum.

I would have thought so because it’s there until 14.









Those sorts of issues.  Because that’s been the easing up of the National Curriculum.

Well, it could... But let’s take those subjects you’re talking about, let’s guess what they may be.  Erm... Media studies, citizenship... Erm...

















Are you arguing that history for less able students is not...?





Yes.  It seems to be the thinking that’s led the opposition at the moment to highlight the need to protect history and perhaps even foreground it more in students’...





Make it compulsory at Key stage 4?

Well, they’ve been talking about that.

This party who said they’re going to leave everything to the professionals, abolish the strategies...

So, it’s contradictory...  

Contradictory.  What else are you going to make...?  Can’t you make the same argument for geography?

Mm.  Underlying that argument about the traditional subjects is the issue that you yourself raised, about a community needing to know its history.

Absolutely agree with that, absolutely.





So, how do you square that?  If schools have got this choice and yet they’re not choosing to...









Thank you.  When you were appointed Secretary of State for Education in Schools were there concerns about the curriculum at that time?

Yes, to do with over crowdedness, there’s no doubt about it.  It was to do with over crowdedness because we add things to it all the time.  I mean, I took the decision to free up key stage 4 tremendously and, you know, not universally popular.  But on the one hand we’ve got teachers saying to us, ‘We can’t make secondary school education relevant for all children because you won’t give us the flexibility to do what we know these children need’ and so we did give them the flexibility at key stage 4, but not at key stage 3.  So, the debates when I was Secretary of State were all about whether we could give flexibility there.  And the other debate, of course, is that we were trying to get something cohesive into 14 to 19.  See, that’s the other thing with key stage 4, it’s not the end of compulsory schooling, in a way, it’s the join between compulsory schooling and those vital two years of post-compulsory education which might be compulsory in the years to come.  And that’s why I see the curriculum much more as 5 to 14 and 14 to 19.  So, when I was Secretary of State it was, that was the nature of our concerns, it was about trying to get 14 to 19 cohesive work, especially for vocational qualifications, and trying to give the schools the freedom they said they needed at key stage 4.  I mean, the debates elsewhere were still whether literacy and numeracy were crowding out some of the other subjects.

Mm.  That’s still an issue today isn’t it, about that literacy and numeracy crowding out...?

It is but I think it is in the head of teachers.  I think it need not be and confident teachers will say to you, ‘Of course it doesn’t crowd it out, of course it doesn’t’.  Less confident teachers do too much of it.  An hour for numeracy and an hour for literacy a day, that’s all that’s required.  That’s two thirds of the morning...

That was the essence of Robin Alexander’s argument wasn’t it that you could do a broad and balanced curriculum?





 To what extent should concerns about national identity or ethnic or social diversity affect the history taught in schools?

Oh, they’ve got to do.  I mean, history is cultural-centric isn’t it?  I never realised till I was much older that atlases are drawn with your own country in the middle.  I never knew that.  I just thought the United Kingdom was somehow in the middle of the maps, you know... So, all humanities and social sciences I think are pretty centric to your own nation.  It’s vital, it’s not just vital because we’ve got a multi-racial society but it’s having a multi-racial society that’s made us realise I think how partial the teaching of history can be.  But if we didn’t have a multi-racial society we ought to have regard to feelings of identity.  What I don’t believe though is we don’t make it softer because... We don’t protect people.  I’m not into going soft on bits of history because it might mean somebody’s national identity is quite difficult to come to terms with.  Let’s give a stupid example, if you have German children in the class you’re not going to say how bad Hitler was just because of their sensitivities.  I know for the record that Germany has very much faced up to that now.  But, you know, a similar thing.  So, um... History, how do you know about your national identity unless it is through history?  My feeling of historically what the British did is all through history lessons or through reading history.  There’s no other way, once you get past two generations which could go by word of mouth.  So, history has actually formed my view of what my nation has been like, which in turn must influence a little bit in what my identity is like as a British person, British citizen.

But it can present issues in terms of a different perspective.

It can indeed. 









There’s a way of blending it all together?





Mm.  There has been a new criteria on diversity that has been introduced into the history curriculum.

And what does it say?





So it depends on the school and how they interpret it.

Yeah.  It’s very difficult to teach history without doing diversity isn’t it?

One could argue that the sort of history that you and I studied in school didn’t tackle diversity.

No, it didn’t.  It did tackle it but we just knew that everyone who invaded Britain was bad and we were good. [Laughs] 





Or troublemakers.  





Yeah, you’re right.  









And that’s something you feel that the Government’s proud of, having given flexibility?

Well, what did it used to say?

Well, obviously there was a high level of British content, there still is, 75% at one point after 1995.  





[Pause] I don’t... I do think they need their own country’s history, I do think they need British history, but I don’t think... Mm... See, I think I was thinking more of when British history happened with somebody from another country.  So, British history and French history came together, I think that’s what I was thinking, as it would do in a lot of cases.  But it surely should be predominantly British.  I think.  I’d very interested to hear the arguments against that.  





Nationalism is a dangerous thing and that we’re all world citizens and we should appreciate, if you like, the (overspeaking 0:28:28) –

But what’s your starting point?  I  mean, a child’s starting point is... When a child is born their identity is them.  For the first five years it’s no more than them and their family.  And then it’s their family and their infant school teacher, you know the message.  And I do think you’ve got to be comfortable, it’s got to be... I don’t think you could start history and immediately do Africa or discovery of Australasia.  So, I think it’s a case of when you do it.  But I think... To be honest, I think it’s how you teach it as much as anything else.  I mean, British history could be taught to people in a way that is wholly damaging to their view of the rest of the world.  I think that’s what I was thinking about more.  Whereas it can also be taught in a way that would make them better citizens.  But should they leave school with no knowledge of the rest of the world?  No they shouldn’t.  Absolutely not.  Absolutely not.  We’ve been so omnipresent as a nation throughout our history I suppose you cover a bit of it naturally. [Laughs]

Education is widely seen by politicians as one of the main agents of change in society.  What implications does that have for the curriculum and in particular for history?  Do you see it as an agent of change?





Even from the point of view they’ve only got to think about issues?

Yes, yes.  Yeah.

Finally, last question.  Recently organisations representing history teaching in schools have expressed concern about the downgrading of knowledge acquisition and specialist teaching in favour of the broad skills and competencies curriculum, particularly at key stage 3.  What’s your view of that?  Should skills be learnt within subjects or should subjects be subordinated with the learning of skills?  And I’m thinking here of the new personal, learning and thinking skills agenda.

Yeah.  I’ve not... I think thinking skills is a great idea, you know... Why wouldn’t we want to learn to think?  I think it’s a fantastic idea, thinking skills.  So, I am in a difficult position because I agree with that but I worry about watering down subject boundaries.  I always have done.   Partly because I’m old enough to have taught in the 70’s when we went for integrated humanities and I saw firsthand how subjects were ignored and children didn’t get the grasp of those subjects.  And we want to teaching them separately so we did give children a good grounding in each subject as part of the National Curriculum.  I believe passionately in that.  Now, whether now schools are such and the quality of teachers is so much improved, which it is, that it can again integrate them and wind knowledge and skill, knowledge and facts around the teaching of skills... I don’t know.  I just know it didn’t happen when I tried to do it.  And I am not for a minute surmising that things don’t move on but I am a bit worried.  I like to see something on the timetable called history and I like a child to know that they’ve learnt history.  I like them to be able to go home and say, ‘I’ve learnt something in history’.  Because that’s a common language, we all know what that means.  I’m not sure why we insist on things that somehow hide the history facts and the history knowledge.  So, if the curriculum at the moment is overcrowded and there’s not enough room for the teaching of skills we should worry about that but we shouldn’t as a response say we don’t need to teach the facts.  I’m not one who believes that if you teach the skills they’ll look up the facts themselves.  They will eventually but only when you’ve excited them so much with the facts that they actually want to go and look up the facts.  And if you just teach them skills of thinking or skills of exploration or skills of reporting why would they ever want to go an open a history book because they don’t know what’s inside the pages.  So, I do have a bit of concern but I hold back my judgement because I have a great deal of confidence that this generation of teachers is far better than when I taught up to 1992.  And let’s hope we get it right this time because I’d hate to think that we went through the errors that we went when we concentrated just on skills and not subject knowledge in the 70’s.  
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